The purpose of this paper is to highlight an often-neglected area of teaching, namely assessment of student performance. Many courses now incorporate some form of continual assessment to establish the overall student grade. While the percentage weighting given to continual assessment and the final exam may vary, it is usual that all assessment components are compulsory. This paper reports the results for a course in which a flexible assessment technique is used. The student performance in a mid-term test and weekly seminars is potentially worth 30% of the overall grade with a weight of 70% given to the final exam. However, the final exam is then considered in isolation as potentially worth 100% of the assessment. The student is then awarded the higher grade from the two methods of calculation. This approach proved successful for a university course thus highlighting the importance of assessment technique in the education sector.
Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to stress the importance of suitable student assessment policy in higher education. Although many lecturers now use some form of assessment throughout a course in addition to a traditional final exam, little thought is given to the nature of the overall assessment. Indeed, it is commonplace for each form of assessment (e.g. seminar attendance, assignments, mid-term tests etc) to be compulsory for the student and carry a fixed proportion of the overall assessment. This paper argues that a more suitable approach would be to introduce flexibility in the assessment procedure so that a poor performance in one element of the assessment need not significantly reduce the overall grade. This approach is appropriate for a number of reasons. Firstly, students learn at different rates and in different ways. This has been shown by a number of academics investigating learning styles and teaching methods (Felder, 1996 and Felder and Silverman, 1988) . Hence a compulsory mid-term test may be beneficial for students who learns at a fast pace but equally, it will place at a disadvantage the student who learns at a slower pace. Secondly, many students at university are part time students for whom flexibility in assessment is preferred. Thirdly, anecdotal evidence reveals that any form of assessment brings with it a rash of medical certificates explaining why a student could not attend a particular test. This then creates added administration for the lecturer and results in him/her (a) creating an additional mid-term test for that student or (b) allowing the student to be assessed on the exam alone. Fourthly, compulsory continual assessment is often prone to low submission/attendance rates. Flexibility would, in a sense, take the pressure off and be an incentive to attend. After all, there is little to lose by attempting the work if this need not contribute to the final grade.
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Literature
There already exists an extensive literature discussing the relative merits of different assessment techniques. For an excellent coverage of the possibilities see Gibbs et. al. (1986) . This details a variety of innovative methods of assessment for students in higher education. The different types of assessment include essays, short-answer questions, objective tests, direct observation, oral tests and practical assessment. Educationalists have also discussed more contentious methods including team assessment (Lejk, 1994) , self-assessment (Boud and Falchikov, 1989 ) and more active student involvement in assessment (Gray and Banta, 1997) .
However, it has been noted (Cannon and Newble, 1995) that, with this collection of techniques at their fingertips, many teachers and lecturers lose sight of the purpose of assessment. In particular they note that the method employed should satisfy the following requirements:
(1) Validity -Does the assessment technique measure what it is supposed to measure?
(2) Reliability -Are the results consistent?
(3) Practicality -Is it an appropriate technique in terms of time and resources?
In short they advise that the teacher plans his/her assessment methods with these factors in mind.
In this paper it is argued that the best way to meet the aforementioned requirements is to introduce a degree of flexibility in assessment procedures. In part, this has been discussed before with the literature addressing scoring of tests and educational measurement (Lehmann and Mehrens, 1991, and Gronlund, 1989) . Biggs (1992) also discusses the issue of measurement but notes that the possibilities are large and should be determined by educational policy while Brown, Bull and Pendlebury (1997) consider tactics for modular assessment in particular. However, Ma and Zhou take the idea one step further. They examine a fuzzy set approach to the assessment of student-centered learning. They argue that since assessmentcriteria and their corresponding weights are usually determined by the lecturer, the result can often be reduced student participation and lower quality of learning. In their paper, a commonly agreed assessment criteria is used and then student learning is evaluated on a fuzzy grade scale.
This paper also aims at providing "an open and fair environment for assessment" in an application of assessment flexibility. It compares the end results with what would have happened had the assessment technique been rigid.
Background
The flexible assessment technique was applied to a 2 nd year Economics course at an Australian university. This course formed a compulsory unit for those students majoring in Economics but also an optional subject for students of other disciplines. It ran for one semester (12 weeks) and had an enrolment of 130 students. The students were required to attend two lectures per week for the duration of the course plus one weekly seminar. The teaching of these seminars was shared between the lecturer and a teaching assistant. The group of 130 was divided into 7 seminar groups each with approximately 18 students.
At the outset, the students were invited to an orientation lecture where they were given a course handbook. This contained a course schedule detailing the material to be covered each week, lecture notes, seminar questions, a sample mid-term test together with answers plus a sample examination paper. In addition, the students were given a course outline providing information on the text to be used, university regulations and importantly, the assessment technique for the course. During the orientation lecture, the lecturer explained some of these points in greater detail and answered any student questions concerning the subject matter or the course in general.
Assessment Technique
In order to justify the assessment technique used it is important to stress the learning objectives of this particular course. On completion of the course it was intended that each student would have a sound grasp of the subject matter (i.e. be well informed) but in addition, the aim was to produce young economists with good written and verbal skills. The reasoning here is that increasingly, employers are looking for graduates, not just with the knowledge, but also with the ability to express themselves clearly.
Seminar Performance
For the aforementioned reason, the lecturer chose to include a weekly seminar to discuss a set of problems relating to the material. As mentioned earlier, these were given in the course handbook at the start of the course and were related to the types of question seen in the mid term test and final exam. The lecturer stipulated that these seminars be run in a certain manner. In particular, it was stressed that each week a different sub group of the seminar be required to present the results for the week's questions. While the students worked in groups, their performance was graded individually on the basis of preparation and presentation skills. In total, the student could gain 10% of the final grade by seminar performance.
Mid-Term Test
As mentioned above, the lecturer was also seeking to test the students' written skills hence the use of a mid term test and final exam. The mid term test took place half way through the course and was designed to test students on their knowledge to date. It lasted fifty minutes and consisted of two short answer questions each worth 10 marks and one longer, structured question worth 30 marks. The students were advised to think of answering the questions in terms of 1 mark = 1 minute i.e. to spend 10 minutes on each of the smaller questions and half an hour on the longer question. They were also informed that this was a "cut down" version of the final exam in terms of the question style and content. This was potentially worth 20% of the final assessment with an additional 10% from seminar performance. It was, therefore, intended to be something of a practice run for the students as well as a "wake up call" for those who had not yet done any revision.
The lecturer graded the papers immediately after the test and returned these the following week with comments to the students. It has been noted that the speed and content of feedback is highly important (Brown and Knight, 1994) . In the lecture time, she discussed the results plus some of the common mistakes made by students.
Final Exam
The final exam took place at the end of the course and was designed to cover material from the entire course. It lasted three hours with an additional ten minutes allocated for reading time. It consisted of two sections. In the first section, the student was required to answer 4 short questions out of the 5 provided. Each question was worth 10 marks. The second section consisted of longer answer questions and here the student was required to answer 2 out of the 3 provided. Each one was worth 30 marks. Clearly, the number of marks to be obtained from this exam summed to 100.
Flexibility
Each student's final grade was established as follows. The student performance in a mid-term test and weekly seminars was potentially worth 30% of the overall grade with a weight of 70% given to the final exam. However, the final exam was then considered in isolation as potentially worth 100% of the assessment. The student was then awarded the higher grade from the two methods of calculation.
As an example consider student X who obtained 20/50 in his mid term test, 7/10 in his seminar performance but 65/100 in the final exam. In the first method, he would earn a grade of 
However, when the final exam grade is taken in isolation she only earns 50%. In this circumstance, the flexibility in assessment allows her to take advantage of her good performance throughout the semester, rather than rely solely on her final exam grade.
The argument for this type of approach lies in the fact that some students under-perform throughout the semester, for a whole host of reasons, but then improve for the final exam. Conversely, some students perform comparatively well during continual assessment before submitting a disappointing exam paper. This method does not punish them for one poor test or exam performance but allows the examiner to consider their overall performance throughout the semester.
Results
A thorough investigation of the data involves an analysis of the seminar performance, mid term test results and final exam results. In this section, the author considers each of these in light of the students' overall grades plus what they would have earned if a rigid form of assessment had been in place. Demographic profiles would have been valuable here but this information was not available to the author through the student information system and is regarded as confidential. As noted by a referee, it would have been useful to examine student age, their full time/part time status and grades obtained in prior courses.
Seminar Performance
The results here were very encouraging but there were still some underlying problems. Out of a total of 130 students, 100 made a seminar presentation during the semester and gained a grade. The mean grade obtained was 8.25/10 with a standard deviation of 1.13. However, of the 30 who did not attend tutorials, 19 failed overall. Clearly, there is a positive correlation between non-attendance and succeeding in this course. This raises the issue of whether seminar attendance be made compulsory. This could be achieved while still maintaining the same flexibility in assessment.
Mid-Term Test Results
In the Australian system, the degree lasts 3 years with honours being a separate one-year course at the end of this. For each course during the degree a grade is awarded based on the following system:
High Distinction 85% + Distinction 75% -84% Credit 65% -74% Pass 50% -64% Fail < 50%
The mid-term test produced the following results. Firstly, attendance was high with 114/130 students attempting the paper. However, the pass rate was disappointing at 55.3%. Anecdotal evidence revealed that the students felt that they had nothing to lose by attending the test since a poor grade could be overcome by an improvement in the final exam. This explained the high attendance but low overall performance.
Final Exam Results
The attendance was marginally higher than that for the mid-term test with 120/130 students attempting the paper. This implied 10 absentees of which 4 had medical/compassionate reasons for not attending. The pass rate of 70.8% was considerably higher than for the mid-term test and the breakdown of results was as follows:
High 
Evaluation of Assessment Technique
The overall conclusion is that all students benefited from the flexibility in assessment approach. This may be demonstrated by way of a simulation that shows what the students would have earned if they had been assessed on (a) the final exam alone or (b) a compulsory continual assessment component plus final exam. 
Assessment Method

the Grades Earned Under Each Assessment Technique
The lecturer examined the grades that would have been earned in each scenario and compared these with the end result using the flexible assessment technique. The results are tabulated as follows.
The numbers in columns 2-4 indicate the number of students obtaining that particular classification. Note also that the fail category is divided into three sections. Some tutors find it valuable to examine the degree to which a student has failed an exam. It is important to find out if students are failing at the margin or if they are failing dramatically. Column 2 illustrates the grades that would have been earned if the exam had counted for 100% assessment alone. Clearly, there are fewer distinctions but more credits earned under this method. Furthermore, the failure rate is increased and the number of people obtaining a Pass grade (50-64) is reduced. Similarly, in the 3 rd column, with compulsory continual assessment and a final exam, the number of distinctions and high distinctions is reduced. The number of credits has increased slightly but the pass rate is again smaller than under the flexible assessment approach. The final column shows the circumstance under which weekly seminars and the mid-term test are potentially worth 30% of the overall grade with a weight of 70% given to the final exam. However, the final exam is then considered in isolation as potentially worth 100% of the assessment. The student is then awarded the higher grade from the two methods of calculation. This gives the larger pass rate (as one might expect). However, the interesting feature concerns the type of student benefiting from each form of assessment. Table 2 notes the proportion of students in each grade category (High Distinction, Distinction etc) who obtain a higher grade in the final exam than in the combined continual assessment/exam component.
Consider the first two rows of Table 2 . Notably, the students who end up with the higher grades of high distinction and distinction are largely the ones who give a stronger performance in the final exam relative to their continual assessment. Conversely, the students obtaining a Pass level (as indicated in the third row of Table 2 ) perform relatively poorly in the final exam compared with their continual assessment grades. Thus it would appear that in general, the students benefiting from using the final exam grade alone are the relatively stronger ones whereas continual assessment benefits the relatively weaker student. It follows that each student benefits from the flexibility in assessment.
Student feedback to the assessment technique employed has not taken any formal structure. The lecturer has relied on anecdotal evidence and informal discussion with the students. In each case, the student has been enthusiastic about the assessment technique pointing out the way it has benefited him/her. This was certainly the case following the mid-term test. Many students noted that their performance was disappointing and were glad that this need not contribute to their overall grade. 
Disadvantages of the Flexible Approach
Until now, no mention has been given to the disadvantages of using such a technique in a university course. The first point to note is that the flexibility itself may encourage laziness in that students feel that they do not need to make an effort mid term since they can compensate for their poor performance in the final exam. This is implied by Brown, Bull and Pendlebury (1997) . Furthermore, while differences in scoring may help to accommodate different styles in learning, it is difficult to control for other characteristics such as student procrastination. It could also be argued that the outcomes from each method are so close as to make choice of assessment technique immaterial. However, it should be noted that the use of the flexible assessment technique produced a higher pass rate as well as a larger number of students obtaining High Distinctions and Distinctions than would have been earned had the mid term assessment been compulsory. Furthermore, it could be argued that whether the difference is great or small is immaterial, the important issue is student perception. While it is difficult to measure student enthusiasm, the endof-course evaluations revealed that the students were more than satisfied with the organization of the course. Finally, it may be argued that the assessment procedure is not flexible enough. Mention has been made to different learning styles and student types and hence assessment should be flexible enough to capture these subtle differences. It is debatable whether the approach discussed here achieves these goals.
Conclusion
This paper provides an application of a flexible assessment technique using a 2 nd year economics course in an Australian university. It has been shown that a flexible approach to assessment leads to higher student grades than would otherwise be observed. While this may seem an obvious conclusion, the interesting feature of these exam results concerns the type of student benefiting from each assessment technique. The students who obtain the higher grades are generally the ones who improve their performance in the final exam as compared with their continual assessment. The implication here is that if the final grade were based on a combination of compulsory continual assessment and final exam, these students would not have achieved such a high overall grade. Conversely, if the assessment were based on a final exam alone, the relatively lower scoring students (in the Pass category) would receive lower overall grades. This in turn would increase the failure rate in this circumstance.
